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THE    OLD    MEETING-HOUSE. 


rX^HE  "Old  Meeting-house"  was  built  in  1681. 
^  It  was  the  second  house  for  public  worship  in  the 
town.  The  first  meeting-house  was  built  soon  after 
the  gathering  of  the  church  in  1635,  and  was  on  the 
main  street,  on  a  hill  in  front  of  the  present  site  of  the 
Derby  Academy.  For  forty-five  years  after  the  set- 
tlement of  the  town  it  was  the  only  house  for  public 
worship.  As  the  town  grew  in  numbers,  it  was 
found  necessary  to  build  a  larger  one  to  accommodate 
its  inhabitants.  After  a  controversy  of  more  than  a 
year,  in  which  the  governor  and  magistrates  took 
part,  the  location  of  the  new  house  was  settled  5  and 
on  July  8,  1681,  Captain  Joshua  Hobart  conveyed  to 
the  town  by  deed  of  gift  the  site  for  the  meeting- 
house, which  was  the  one  upon  which  it  now  stands. 
The  frame  was  raised  on  the  26th,  27th,  and  28th  of 
July,  1 68 1  5  and  it  was  opened  for  public  worship 
Jan.  8,  1681-82.  It  cost  the  town  ^430  and  the 
old  house,  the  necessary  amount  being  raised  by  a 
rate  which  had  been  made  in  October,  1680.  Parts 
of  the  first  meeting-house  were  used  in  the  construc- 
tion of  the  new  one.  For  over  two  centuries  it  has 
stood    there,    substantially    the    same    as    when     first 
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erected.  It  is  true,  it  has  been  enlarged  twice,  and 
such  repairs  and  minor  changes  as  were  necessary  have 
been  made  from  time  to  time  ;  but  all  of  the  original 
timbers  of  its  frame  are  still  there,  sound  as  when  they 
were  first  hewn  out  of  the  solid  oak  by  the  strokes  of 
the  broad-axe,  the  marks  of  which  can  be  plainly 
seen  on  every  hand. 

Its  antiquity  marks  it  as  one  of  the  principal  objects 
of  interest  in  Hingham.  The  most  exhausting  re- 
search enables  us  to  say  with  entire  confidence  that 
the  meeting-house  of  the  First  Parish  in  Hingham  is 
the  oldest  house  for  public  worship  in  the  United 
States  which  stands  upon  its  original  site  and  con- 
tinues to  be  used  for  the  purpose  for  which  it  was 
erected. 

There  were  originally  galleries  on  one  side  and 
both  ends,  the  pulpit  being  on  the  side  next  to  the 
cemetery.  There  was  no  ceiling  until  1731,  but  all 
was  open  to  the  rafters.  Through  the  small  circular 
aperture,  now  seen  in  the  centre  of  the  ceiling,  the 
bell-rope  is  lowered  to  the  main  floor  of  the  house,  in 
order  to  make  the  bell  more  accessible  in  case  of 
sudden  alarm.  It  is  drawn  up  into  the  attic  while 
services  are  held.  The  occasion  for  such  use  has 
long  since  passed  away,  yet  the  custom  of  lowering 
the  rope  is  still  continued.  The  square  pane  of  glass 
in  the  ceiling  was  placed  there  to  enable  the  sexton, 
while  ringing  the  bell  from  the  attic  floor,  to  see  when 
the  minister  had  taken  his  place  in  the  pulpit,  which 


was  his  signal  to  cease  ringing.  The  original  dimen- 
sions of  the  house  were  fifty-five  feet  in  length,  forty- 
five  feet  in  breadth,  and  the  height  of  the  posts 
"twenty  or  one-and-twenty  feet."  This  width  in- 
cluded what  is  now  contained  between  the  two  side 
galleries,  the  wall  against  which  the  present  pulpit 
stands  and  the  opposite  wall  being  in  their  original 
places.  In  1730  an  addition  of  fourteen  feet  was 
built  upon  the  side  next  to  the  cemetery  5  and  in  175  s 
a  similar  addition  of  fourteen  feet  was  built  on  the 
side  next  to  the  street,  these  being  the  spaces  covered 
by  the  two  side  galleries.  At  the  time  of  the  last 
addition,  1755,  ^^e  present  pulpit  was  built  and 
placed  nearly  in  its  present  position.  Dr.  Gay,  the 
minister,  preached  from  it  the  first  time  after  it  was 
built,  from  Nehemiah  viii.  4  :  ''  And  Ezra,  the  scribe, 
stood  upon  a  pulpit  of  wood,  which  they  had  made 
for  the  purpose.'" 

In  the  same  year,  1755,  the  first  pews  were  built  5 
namely,  two  rows  of  square  pews  all  around  the 
house,  except  the  spaces  occupied  by  the  pulpit  and 
the  aisles  leading  from  the  porches.  There  was  a 
pew  in  front  of  the  pulpit,  known  as  the  ^*  Elders' 
Pew,''  or  *' Elderly  Seat,"  and  an  enclosed  seat  or 
pew  in  front  of  the  Elders'  pew,  facing  the  broad 
aisle,  for  the  deacons.  The  two  latter  pews  were 
removed  in  1828.  In  the  central  space  or  body  of 
the  house  were  long  oak  seats  for  the  occupancy  of 
males  on  one  side  of  the  broad  aisle  and  of  females  on 
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the  other.  These  seats  were  removed  from  time  to 
time,  until  the  whole  space  was  covered  by  pews. 
In  1799  five  pews  were  built  in  the  front  of  each  side 
gallery,  and  in  1804  the  same  number  in  the  rear  of 
those  first  built,  making  twenty  in  all.  At  sub- 
sequent dates  all  the  side  gallery  pews  were  removed 
and  new  pews  were  built  in  their  place  j  namely, 
eight  in  the  eastern  gallery  in  1854,  the  same  number 
in  the  western  gallery  in  1855,  and  in  1857  four 
were  built  in  the  eastern  and  four  in  the  western 
gallery.  In  1859  four  pews  were  built  in  the  front 
gallery,  and  in  1868  four  more  had  been  built  in  the 
same  gallery. 

In  1822  stoves  were  introduced  for  the  purpose  of 
heating  the  house.  It  seems  incredible  that  our 
ancestors  could  have  sat  through  two  long  services  in 
a  New  England  climate  for  so  many  years  with  no 
heat  other  than  that  obtained  from  foot-stoves  or 
similar  portable  appliances. 

There  was  no  adequate  provision  for  lighting  the 
house  after  dark  until  1870,  when  oil  lamps  were  put 
in.  These  served  their  purpose  until  1900,  when 
they  gave  way  to  electric  lights. 

In  1869  the  present  pews  were  built  on  the  floor  of 
the  house,  furnaces  were  substituted  for  stoves,  and 
expensive  repairs  were  made.  Under  the  south-west 
corner-stone  a  lead  box  was  deposited,  containing 
appropriate  memorials  connected  with  the  history 
of  the    parish.      Appropriate    services    were    held  to 


commemorate    the    reopening    of  the    meeting-house 
Sept.  8,  1869. 

Aug.  8,  1 881,  very  impressive  and  interesting 
exercises  were  held  in  the  meeting-house,  in  com- 
memoration of  the  two  hundredth  anniversary  of  the 
building  of  the  house.  Mr.  Charles  Eliot  Norton,  a 
lineal  descendant  of  the  second  minister.  Rev.  John 
Norton,  during  whose  ministry  it  was  built,  delivered 
the  principal  address.  Music  of  the  various  periods 
since  the  erection  of  the  meeting-house  was  repre- 
sented by  the  ''raising  of  the  tune"  by  means  of  a 
''pitch-pipe'"*  and  "deaconing"  of  the  hymn,  with 
singing  by  the  congregation  j  the  use  of  various  musi- 
cal instruments  in  connection  with  a  large  choir,  com- 
posed of  nearly  all  those  living  who  had  ever  sat  in 
the  "singing  seats'"  j  and  the  organ  and  quartette 
choir.  At  that  time  a  tablet  o^  brass,  set  in  mahog- 
any and  lettered  in  antique  style,  was  placed  on  the 
wall  on  the  westerly  side  of  the  pulpit  as  a  perma- 
/lent  memorial.      It  has  the  following  inscription  :  — 


«*Let  the  Work  of  our  Fathers  stand/' 

Ministers. 

PETER  HOBART  1635-1678-9 

JOHN  NORTON  1678-1716 

EBENEZER  GAY  1718-1787 

HENRY   WARE  1 787-1805 

JOSEPH  RICHARDSON  1806-1871 

CALVIN  LINCOLN  1855-1881 

EDWD  AUGUSTUS  HORTON  1877-1880 

HIRAM   PRICE   COLLIER  1882-1888 

JOHN  WILLIAM   DAY  1890-1899 

Teacker. 
ROBERT  PECK  1638-1641 

This  church  was  gathered  in  1635.  The  frame 
of  this  meeting-house  v/as  raised  on  the  twenty-sixth, 
twenty-seventh,  and  twenty-eighth  days  of  July, 
1 68  1 5  and  the  house  was  completed  and  opened  for 
public  worship  on  the  eighth  of  January,  1681-82. 
It    cost  the  town   ^^430   and  the  old  house. 


Mr.  Day's  ministry  closed  in  1899,  and  Rev. 
Louis  Craig  Cornish,  the  tenth  minister,  was  settled 
in  iQoo. 


"IfffheVork^u-FMhchs/t^i^.    nmi 
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PderHobzvrt 
John  A/orf®n 
Ebenezer  Gey 
Henry  Wd.re 
Joseph  Richardson 
CaMn  Lincoln 
Ecfw*'Augu5F"*Horhi 
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JohnWj||J3.Tn  D?>y 
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8go-87 

1882-1888 
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misChurchwAS  8dihcr€dinl655 
fTte  frame  ''WJis/OCVeeftng-House 
vwe^sraisedonHiefmenfy-sixfh  hvcn- 
f y-seventti*""*  txwenfy-eighfh  days  of 
July  [681  *"''Hi*' nous*  was  Cmpl'f'd 
an*'opened'•'Public^M)♦'sh^po''  ^''e 
ei8Wh*^«'January  rC>8l-2  Ucosf 
IheTovn  /J4p  and  the  Old  Hotr 
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Jan.  8,  1882,  a  discourse  was  delivered  by  Rev. 
Edward  A.  Horton,  at  that  time  tlie  only  surviving 
minister,  on  the  occasion  of  the  two  hundredth  anni- 
versary of  the  opening  of  the  meeting-house  for 
public  v^orship. 

There  is  some  doubt  about  the  general  appearance 
of  the  early  New  England  meeting-houses  j  but, 
from  several  woodcuts  which  have  been  preserved  of 
those  in  other  places  and  from  some  early  memorials 
of  towns  in  which  the  earlier  buildings  are  not  now 
standing,  there  is  strong  presumption  that  our  Hing- 
ham  meeting-house  is  of  a  type  of  architecture  which 
was  not  unusual,  and,  perhaps,  more  commonly  in 
use  than  any  other.  The  nearly  square  box,  with  a 
pyramidal  roof  surmounted  by  a  belfry  with  *'  banis- 
ters''  around  it,  a  steeple  in  the  centre,  projecting 
porches,  two  regular  rows  of  windows  with  diamond 
panes  of  glass  (formerly  set  in  lead)  interrupted  on 
one  side  by  a  pair  of  windows  at  a  different  level, 
which  mark  the  position  of  the  pulpit,  constitute  the 
customary  features  of  these  earlier  houses.  All 
these  are  seen  in  our  old  meeting-house,  almost  the 
only  one  left  to  remind  us  of  that  simplicity  which 
aur  fathers  thought  becoming  to  their  houses  of 
worship. 

In  1 791,  one  hundred  and  ten  years  after  the  house 
was  built,  its  form  and  appearance  were  nearly  lost  to 
us  of  later  generations.      Indeed,  the  whole   structure 
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was    dangerously  near   annihilation.     The  following 
notes  tell  the  story  :  — 

In  June,  1791,  it  was  voted  *'that  the  meeting- 
house be  repaired  in  the  following  manner,  viz.:  that 
the  roof  be  carried  up  to  a  point  the  same  pitch  as 
the  south-west  roof  is  over  the  centre  of  the  house  j 
and  that  the  ridge  extend  from  the  north-west  side  of 
the  house  to  the  south-east,  the  whole  width  of  the 
house  5  and  that  where  the  porch  now  stands  a  tower 
be  built  on  which  the  bell  shall  be  hung,  and  such 
work  on  the  top  of  the  tower  as  shall  hereafter  be  or- 
dered." In  February,  1792,  it  was  voted  '*that  a 
tower  be  built  at  the  south-west  side  of  the  meeting- 
house for  the  bell  to  hang  on"  5  and,  in  the  following 
March,  *^that  the  meeting-house  roof  be  taken  off, 
and  a  proper  pitch  roof  made  to  correspond  with  the 
tower  that  is  to  be  built,  and  to  have  proper  covings." 
Subsequently  it  was  voted  **to  leave  it  to  the  judg- 
ment of  the  committee  to  form  the  roof  as  they  shall 
judge  best."  In  April,  1792,  the  committee  reported 
that  the  top  of  the  meeting-house  was  so  defective 
that  it  was  not  best  to  repair  it  without  taking  off  the 
roof ;  and  the  report  was  accepted.  In  August  of  the 
same  year  it  was  voted  that  the  vote  for  taking  off  the 
roof  '*be  dissolved "  5  and  at  the  same  meeting  it 
was  voted  '*to  take  down  the  meeting-house,  and 
build  a  new  one  similar  to  a  plan  exhibited  in  the 
meeting  which  is  on  file,  60  in  favor  of  it,  and  28 
against    it."      Fortunately,    however,    in    November, 


II 


1792,  it  was  voted  **  not  to  take  down  the  meeting- 
house and  build  a  new  one  on  any  principles/'  but 
'*to  repair  the  meeting-house  in  its  present  form." 
Extensive  repairs  were  made  in  1793,  in  accordance 
with  votes  passed  to  carry  out  this  latter  vote  j  and 
the  old  meeting-house  was  saved. 

Visitors  who  see  the  two  square  pews  with  their 
''banister"  tops,  which  are  preserved  in  the  attic  as 
relics,  and  which  are  of  the  style  of  those  removed  in 
1869,  often  express  regret  that  the  old  pews  were  not 
allowed  to  remain,  and  so  add  to  the  quaintness  of  the 
interior  For  the  purposes  of  an  antique  relic  it  is  a 
matter  for  regret 5  but  the  exigencies  of  the  situation 
required  their  removal,  as  the  following  extract  from 
an  article  in  the  Hingham  Journal  of  Sept.  3,  1869, 
written  by  a  member  of  the  Committee  on  Repairs, 
clearly  states  :  — 

''Several  articles  have  appeared  in  the  columns  of 
this  paper  during  the  time  the  work  of  repair  has  been 
going  on,  evincing  no  small  degree  of  interest  in  rela- 
tion to  the  manner  in  which  the  committee  who  had 
the  work  in  charge  proposed  to  accomplish  it,  and  it 
is  not  surprising  that  therein  fears  VN^ere  expressed  that 
something  would  be  done  in  the  progress  of  the  work 
to  mar  the  general  character  of  the  building  5  and  the 
committee  ought  to  feel  under  some  obligation  to  this 
expression  of  public  feeling,  in  restraining  any  ten- 
dency in  this  direction,  if,  unhappily,  it  had  any  foot- 
hold among  them.     It  was  no  mere  desire  for  change 
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or  to  conform  to  modern  fashions  of  architecture 
which  led  to  the  work  of  repair,  but  an  apparent  ne- 
cessity for  making  essential  repairs  had  been  felt  for 
some  years.  This,  at  last,  led  to  an  examination  of 
th%  floor  of  the  house  ^  and  this  examination  revealed 
the  fact  that,  if  the  parish  wished  to  preserve  their 
house,  they  must  forthwith  commence  the  work  of 
repairs,  and  that  nothing  short  of  an  entire  new  floor 
would  answer  the  purpose.  This  rendered  the  re- 
moval of  the  pews  necessary,  and  the  removal  involved 
their  destruction.  There  are  many  associations  con- 
nected with  those  old  pews,  full  of  the  deepest  interest 
to  those  occupying  them  ;  and  nothing  but  the  stern- 
est necessity  could  have  reconciled  the  owners  to  their 
-sacrifice.  Those  old  square  pews  were  not  put  in  the 
house  when  it  was  first  built,  but  were  placed  there 
when  the  last  addition  was  made  in  1755." 

The  first  reference  in  the  records  of  the  parish  to 
the  musical  part  of  the  service  is  in  1763,  when  a 
meeting  was  held  *'in  order  to  see  whether  the 
Parish  will  assign  any  particular  place,  seat  or  seats, 
where  a  number  of  persons  skilled  in  Musick  may 
set  together  that  so  that  part  of  Religious  exercise 
may  be  performed  with  decency  and  order ''5  and  it 
was  voted  ''that  Mr.  Gay  be  desired  to  invite  one  or 
more  to  set  in  ye  seat  behind  the  Deacons'  to  strike 
first  in  singing,''  and  "that  a  part  of  the  womans' 
front  seat  and  ye  second  seat,  not  exceeding  one-half 
•of  each,  be  separated  for  ye  use  of  the  singers."      In 


May,  1778,  It  was  voted  **that  the  two  hindermost 
seats  in  the  body  of  the  Meeting-house,  both  men's 
&  women's,  be  appropriated  to  the  use  of  the 
singers''  j  in  September  of  the  same  year,  **  that  the 
three  hindermost  seats  in  the  Meeting-house  be 
appropriated  to  the  singers,  and  that  they  have 
liberty  to  make  doors  &  flaps  of  bords  to  each 
seat"  j  and  November,  1779,  '*to  Indulge  the 
singers  a  Liberty  to  set  In  the  front  gallery  where  it 
best  suited  them."  The  first  record  of  a  musical 
Instrument  is  in  the  vote  of  March  9,  1801,  when  it 
was  voted  ^*that  the  Parish  be  at  the  expense  of 
purchasing  a  Bass-viol  and  commit  It  to  Barnabas 
Lincoln,  to  be  used  by  him  or  his  family  in  the 
Meeting-house  to  assist  the  melody,  and  that  Mr. 
Barnabas  Lincoln  be  invited  to  assist  in  leading  the 
bass."  The  bass-viol  was  continued  in  use  from 
this  time  until  the  introduction  cf  an  organ  in  1867, 
and  other  instruments  were  used  at  various  times. 
Mr.  David  A.  Hersey  played  upon  the  bass-viol  for 
nearly  fifty  years,  and  Mr.  Sidney  Sprague  upon  the 
flute  for  thirty-six  years,  their  services  ending  in 
1867. 

In  1867  an  organ  was  placed  in  the  front  gallery. 
Previously  for  many  years  the  *' singing  seats"  were 
in  this  gallery.  In  1869,  at  the  time  of  the  general 
repairs,  the  location  of  the  organ  was  changed  to  the 
platform  on  the  easterly  side  of  the  pulpit,  and  in 
1870  a  new  organ  was  purchased  and  placed  in  the 
same  position. 
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In  1902  Mr.  and  Mrs.  Edwin  Clapp,  members  of 
the  parish,  expressed  a  wish  to  place  in  the  meeting- 
house a  new  organ  as  a  memorial  gift  to  their  son, 
who  died  in  1901,  and  who  had  been  an  active  mem- 
ber of  the  choir.  A  portion  of  the  eastern  gallery 
was  removed,  and  the  organ  was  placed  in  the  north- 
erly corner  of  the  meeting-house.  It  was  dedicated 
July  31,  1902.  Upon  the  organ  is  a  brass  plate 
with  the  following  inscription  :  — 

THIS  ORGAN   WAS  GIVEN   TO 

•  THE  •  FIRST  •  PARISH  •  HINGHAM  ' 

BY   MR.  &   MRS.    EDWIN   CLAPP 

IN   MEMORY  OF   THEIR   SON      , 

•  DAVIS  •  BATES  •  CLAPP  ' 

•  AD-  MCMII- 

Both  the  first  house  and  the  present  one  were 
surmounted  by  a  bell.  The  bell  now  in  use  was 
placed  in  the  belfry  July  26,  1822. 

For  some  years  before  the  Revolutionary  War 
there  was  a  clock  in  the  attic,  the  dial  of  which  was 
in  the  dormer  window  facing  the  street.  For  some 
unknown  reason  this  was  removed.  The  time  was 
originally  marked  by  an  hour  glass  which  stood  upon 
the  pulpit.  The  clock  now  on  the  front  of  the  gal- 
lery was  placed  there  by  subscription  in  1835,  ^^^ 
set  in  motion  on  the  morning  of  the  two  hundredth 
anniversary  of  the  settlement  of  the  town. 

Town    meetings  were   held    in  the   meeting-house 
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from  1682,  when  it  was  first  opened  for  public 
worship,  until  1780,  and  from  that  date  until  1827, 
either  in  this  house  or  the  meeting-house  at  South 
Hingham. 

The  parish  is  of  the  Unitarian  denomination. 
Originally  a  Puritan  church  and  congregation,  it 
changed  gradually  in  its  belief,  under  the  liberal 
ministry  of  Dr.  Gay,  about  the  middle  of  the  eigh- 
teenth century,  long  before  the  time  when  the  Uni- 
tarians became  an  established  denomination  in  this 
country.  It  continues  to  be  active  and  prosperous, 
and  maintains  public  worship  in  the  meeting-house 
every  Sunday  throughout  the  year. 

For  the  uses  of  the  Sunday-school  and  other  pur- 
poses connected  with  the  religious  and  charitable 
work  and  social  life  of  the  parish,  the  Parish  House, 
which  stands  on  Main  Street,  nearly  opposite  the 
meeting-house,  was  built  in  1891. 

The  limits  of  this  sketch  do  not  permit  any 
extended  observations  of  a  sentimental  character  con- 
cerning this  unique  relic  of  antiquity  5  but  for  those 
whose  ancestors  for  seven  or  eight  generations  have 
**  continuously  worshipped  within  its  walls,  through  two 
centuries  and  more,  it  is  filled  with  associations  which 
no  words  can  express.  Fortunately  preserved  by  the 
v^iser  second  thought  of  those  who  would  have  re- 
placed it  with  a  more  modern  structure  more  than  a 
century  ago,  scorched  by  the  heat  of  a  burning 
building  on  one  side  a  half-century  ago,  and  threat- 
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ened  by  a  similar  occurrence  on  another  side  since 
that  time,  it  still  stands  an  inspiration  and  comfort  to 
those  in  whose  keeping  it  is  to-day.  The  inscription 
adopted  by  the  parish  for  its  seal  reflects  also  the  sen- 
timent of  ail  who  cherish  the  memorials  of  earlier 
times,  ^<  Let  the  Work  of  our  Fathers  stand.'' 

Well  may  we  say  with  the  Psalmist,  **This  is  the 
hill  where  God  desireth  to  dwell  in  j  yea,  the  Lord 
will  dwell  in  it  forever.'' 
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